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Leonel Estrada (Aguadas 1921—Medellin 2012) was a central character in 
Antioquia’s cultural scene during the 20th century. Initiator and director of the 
Coltejer Art Biennials of 1968, 1970 and 1972, of the 4th Art Biennial of 
Medellin in 1981 as well as a co-founder of MAMM, Estrada complemented 
these activities with informed publications that were tuned into the 
international world of art. In them he advocated for formal experimentation, 
defended freedom of the arts and proved to be ahead of his time by several 
decades in his discussions on art, electronics and the internet. Medellin owes 
Estrada in part for the budding internationalization of its local artistic 
production, thanks to his initiatives and writings. 

As a writer, Leonel Estrada also devoted himself to poctry, appropriating the 
literary trends of the day and using the genre to reference art. His poems 
reflect his concern—at times theoretical, at others poetic—for the nature of 
artistic production and the function of art in society. His Poemas ristales (V tsual 
Poems) and Logografismos (Lggographisms) are midway between written and artistic 
work, exercises in visual tautology that approach both conceptual art as well as 
advertising, 


His multifaceted, cosmopolitan and daring attitude was reflected in the variety 


of styles and techniques that he delved into as an artist. In fact, in addition to 


his practice as a dentist and cultural promoter, Estrada developed a prolific and 
varied artistic career that continued into the last years of his life. He 
experimented with ceramic, undertook sculpture and painted using a range of 
techniques and styles including collage, one of his most fruitful areas of 
creation. It was clear to Estrada that the artist “works with a range of materials 


and elements, different techniques and various formats.” In one of the many | 


written works he published on the status of art of the day, he declared that 


“one must work without fear.”! | 


| 
"I Leonel Estrada Comments on Painting and Art. In [seritos varios | conel Vistrada, unedited. Leonel Estrada | 
Archive, pg. 123. 


Despite having delved into diverse media, Estrada’s work is predominantly 
two-dimensional. Pyroxylin burning, a novel technique at the ume linked to the 
discovery of pyroxylin (an industrial material used in automobile paint), plays 
an important role in this work and demonstrates his drive for experimentation 
when it came to materials, something he would continue to apply throughout 


the rest of his life. 


From the 1950s to the 1970s Leonel Estrada developed a unique body of work 
that fits comfortably into the international artistic and historical narrative: his 
bas-reliefs in cordovan, synthetic leather, rubber foam and wood resemble 
other expressions of soft art produced in the West, but while the genre 
developed there in the 60s and 70s, Estrada produced his Caadro para uno sentarse 
(Picture to Sit Down) as early as 1954, This situates him as a pioneer of soft art in 
Colombia, and arguably and perhaps inadvertently, as one of the trailblazers of 
the genre on an international level. The series of works of soft art by Leonel 
Estrada was exhibited at the Society of Colombian Architects in 1969. 


Closely related to conceptual practices, soft art (heir to pop art and the 
ready-made tradition) is the term applied to 60s and 70s sculpture that uses 
non-rigid materials such as vinyl, string, rubber and the like. Unlike 
better-known representatives such as Claes Oldenburg, Leonel Estrada worked 
with essentially two-dimensional structures and created a kind of soft bas-relief. 
His soft pieces are also related to another group of wall sculptures and solid 


bas-reliefs such as lentana al inconsciente (Window to the Unconscious, 1967). 


The inspiration for these works centers on three major themes: 1) household 
furniture including armchairs, easy chairs and benches; 2) predominantly 
geometric clements that evoke the shapes and colors of fairs, as well as early 
machines and electronic objects; and 3) English artist Ben Nicholson, to whom 
he pays homage. In two of the works pertaining to this last group (of black, 
green and spotted ochre vinyl), Estrada appropriates the typical forms of 
Nicholson’s two-dimensional sculptures, creating a link between his bas-reliets 


and soft art. 


Thanks to his broad understanding of art and artistic techniques, combined 
with a profound interest in painting, Estrada consolidated the idea of the 
medium and expanded the notion of artistic production and technique. Soft art 
constituted an exceptional chapter in his career, both eloquent and 


representative of his approach to art: experimental, novel, without fear. 
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Leonel Estrada. Reclinomatic Picture Soft Art, 1970. 


\ssemblage, cordovan, rubber foam and wood, 120 x 70x 12 em 


A\ retrospective exhibition of Leonel Estrada and the work of his wife, author Maria 


Elena Uribe, takes place at Universidad LALIT from August 15th to October 26th, 
2017. 
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